The definition of suicide is a vexed issue. Like it or not, it still carries a stigma, especially for some who have strong faith beliefs. For many families it may prove immensely distressing to have it recorded that their relative committed suicide.
The first edition of Jervis on Coroners 1 (page 110) states:
''Self-murder is wisely and religiously considered by the English law as the most heinous description of felonious homicide . . . the author of it, the suicide, is guilty of a double offence: one spiritual, in invading the prerogative of the Almighty, and rushing into his presence uncalled for; and the other temporal, against the King, who has an interest in the preservation of his subjects. This offence, therefore, is ranked by the law amongst the highest crimes, making it a peculiar species of felony . . . '' Coroners are bound by decisions of the superior courts, which require the standard of proof for a suicide ''verdict'' to be beyond reasonable doubt. The individual must have acted alone and must have intended to end his life by his actions. Few of us, anyway, can really know the intentions of others -trying to infer intentions from surrounding circumstances is not very purposeful, reliable or helpful. Declarations of intent of one sort or another may be helpful -but not necessarily determinative.
One use of coroners' inquisitions is in compiling national mortality data, recording different causes of death. The Office for National Statistics has been concerned (especially since 2001 following the House of Lords decision in the Middleton 2 case) about the increasing use of ''narrative verdicts'' at the conclusion of inquests because of the difficulties of coding the underlying causes of death and thus the difficulty in accurate recording of suicide rates and trends.
Ascertaining the intentions of the deceased person may be assisted if a suicide note has been left behind. Traditionally, these were usually on paper but the advent of modern electronic means of communication has led to increasing use of electronic mediawhether text message, website postings, emails or messages left on a computer screen at or near the scene of death. However, great care must be taken before assumptions are made or conclusions reached about the state of mind of the deceased person. Where was the note found and was it made contemporaneously? On further investigation it may be discovered that the note was prepared days or weeks previously and cannot be relied upon as making clear the deceased's intentions at the time of the death. With electronic media it should be possible to obtain an accurate time of completion -but no assumptions should be made.
Who made the note? It may have been made by a person other than the deceased, and for a variety of reasons. And of course the content of the note may be accusatory or defamatory so that care must be exercised in making public its content. The paper by Behera et al (see page 80) is interesting -but whatever the nature of the note, electronic or otherwise, and whatever the content, great care must be taken in assuming that the note is a true expression of the intention of the person who died or indeed that the case is one of suicide, not homicide or accident.
